

    
        
          Fortson's Signs, Symbols, and Secret Societies: LSV

        

        
        
          Fortson's Signs, Symbols, and Secret Societies

        

        
        
          Dante Fortson

        

        
          Published by Dante Fortson, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      FORTSON'S SIGNS, SYMBOLS, AND SECRET SOCIETIES: LSV

    

    
      First edition. January 28, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Dante Fortson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233436826

    

    
    
      Written by Dante Fortson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  

Table of Contents


Introduction

Chapter 1: The Genesis of the Silent Sisterhood

Chapter 2: The Evolution of Tap Day and Public Advocacy

Chapter 3: Expansion, Influence, and the Modern Era

Chapter 4: The Legacy and Future of The Group

Closing Summary

Key Figures in the History of LSV

A Letter From The Author



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction
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In the hallowed halls of academia, where tradition and mystery often intertwine, few organizations have maintained such a steadfast commitment to secrecy and social advocacy as the LSV society at the University of Missouri. Founded in 1908, this elusive sisterhood emerged during a period of significant social upheaval, providing a clandestine platform for women to challenge the patriarchal structures of higher education. Unlike many other Greek organizations that focused on social networking or academic prestige, LSV was rooted in a mission of service and the elevation of women’s status on campus. For over a century, its members have operated under a veil of anonymity, known to the public only through their symbolic hooded appearances during the university’s annual Tap Day ceremonies.

The history of LSV is not merely a record of a student club, rather, it is a narrative of female agency in the early twentieth century. At a time when women were often excluded from the most influential student leadership roles, the founders of LSV created their own sphere of influence. They operated in the shadows of the university’s older, all-male secret societies, such as QEBH and the Mystical Seven, yet they forged a path that was distinctly their own. The society’s name remains one of its most closely guarded secrets, with members traditionally referring to the organization simply as "The Group." This silence was not just a performance of exclusivity, it was a tactical necessity, allowing women to organize and influence university policy without the immediate scrutiny or dismissal that often accompanied public female activism in the early 1900s.

Throughout its existence, LSV has mirrored the changing landscape of American feminism. From its early focus on basic educational equity to its later involvement in racial and sexual justice movements, the society has adapted its advocacy to meet the needs of each generation. In the mid-1960s, the group made a pivotal transition by participating in Tap Day, an event where the identities of secret society members are finally revealed to the public. This shift towards a more visible, yet still mysterious, presence allowed LSV to claim its place in the university’s official heritage while maintaining the allure of its clandestine origins. The society has remained dedicated to honoring "outstanding senior women" who exemplify leadership and a commitment to service, ensuring that the legacy of its founders continues to shape the campus culture.

Despite its long history, much of LSV’s internal lore remains obscure. The specific rituals, the meaning of its symbols, and the full extent of its influence are known only to those who have been "tapped" into its ranks. Some researchers have pointed to potential Biblical connections within the society’s early documentation, suggesting that the founders may have drawn inspiration from scriptural themes of service and selfless leadership. While these connections are often subtle, they reflect the moral and ethical framework that guided many student organizations of the era. This book aims to provide an objective, comprehensive account of LSV, exploring both its well-documented public actions and the more enigmatic aspects of its hundred-year journey.
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Chapter 1: The Genesis of the Silent Sisterhood
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The origin of LSV is deeply rooted in the gender dynamics of the University of Missouri during the early 1900s. While women had been admitted to the university for decades, they remained largely marginalized in the social and political life of the campus. In 1908, a small group of visionary women decided to establish a secret society that would specifically address the status of women students. These founders were motivated by a desire to create a formal, yet hidden, network that could advocate for women’s interests in an environment dominated by male-led organizations. The primary goal was to recognize excellence among female students and to foster a sense of duty toward the university community.

The society’s early years were characterized by extreme secrecy. Members were forbidden from speaking the name of the organization in public, leading to the moniker "The Group." This adherence to silence served as a unifying bond, creating a sense of shared purpose that transcends individual recognition. The founders believed that by operating in the shadows, they could more effectively challenge the status quo, as their influence would be felt without being easily traced back to specific individuals. This tactical anonymity allowed them to navigate the complexities of campus politics with a degree of freedom that public organizations lacked.

The Role of Luther and Cora Defoe

Among the most significant figures in the early history of LSV were Professor Luther Defoe and his wife, Cora Defoe. Luther, a respected faculty member, and Cora, a prominent figure in the local community, served as the society’s original sponsors and advisors. Their involvement provided the group with a level of institutional stability and adult guidance that was crucial for its survival. Cora Defoe, in particular, became so central to the organization’s identity that she was eventually named an honorary member. Her home often served as a safe haven for the society’s meetings, providing a domestic space where the members could gather away from the prying eyes of the university administration.

The relationship between the Defoes and LSV was more than just administrative, it was deeply personal. Correspondence found in the university archives reveals the profound respect and affection the members had for the couple. Upon Luther’s death, the society sent numerous letters of condolence to Cora, highlighting the "message" journal tradition, where each generation of members would leave brief epistles for their successors. This journal, which the Defoes helped maintain, served as a living history of the society, preserving the thoughts and aspirations of women who were often ignored by official university records.

Symbolism and the Search for Biblical Echoes

Like many organizations of its time, LSV utilized a variety of symbols to communicate its values and identity. The most recognizable of these is the violet, a flower that has come to represent the society’s members. In the language of flowers popular in the early twentieth century, the violet symbolized modesty, humility, and faithfulness, traits that aligned with the society’s mission of selfless service. Some observers have also noted potential Biblical connections in the society’s emphasis on "quiet service." This aligns with the scriptural principle found in the Gospel of Matthew, which advises that charitable deeds should be done in secret so that "your Father who sees in secret will reward you."

The use of hoods and robes during public ceremonies also carries a weight of tradition that echoes religious orders. While primarily used to maintain anonymity, these garments suggest a level of consecration to a cause greater than oneself. The initiation rituals, though remaining secret, are rumored to include references to historical and perhaps spiritual figures who championed the rights of the downtrodden. This blending of secular advocacy with quasi-religious symbolism was common among collegiate secret societies, providing a moral foundation for their activities and a sense of gravity to their membership.

The Early Reveal and Initial Public Reaction

While the society was formed in late 1906, it was not officially "revealed" to the campus until February 1908. This reveal was not a disclosure of members, but rather an announcement of the society’s existence. The news immediately sparked intense speculation among the student body. Many students and faculty members wondered if LSV was intended to be a sister organization to QEBH, the prestigious male secret society founded in 1897. While the two groups shared a commitment to service and leadership, LSV remained an independent entity, focused exclusively on the advancement of women.

The initial public reaction was a mix of curiosity and skepticism. Some questioned the necessity of a secret society for women, while others praised the initiative as a sign of the growing influence of female students. Despite the scrutiny, the members of LSV remained steadfast in their commitment to anonymity. They did not participate in the university’s public ceremonies for many years, preferring to conduct their business behind closed doors. This period of total secrecy allowed the society to solidify its traditions and establish a reputation for integrity that would carry it through the coming decades.

Expansion of Influence and the "Message" Journal

As the society matured, its influence began to extend beyond the immediate concerns of the university campus. The "message" journal, established early in the group's history, became a vital tool for maintaining continuity and passing down the society's core values. Each year: the outgoing members would write messages to the new initiates, offering advice, encouragement, and reflections on their time in "The Group." These entries often touched on the broader social issues of the day, reflecting the members' awareness of their role in the larger struggle for women’s rights.

This internal dialogue allowed LSV to remain a dynamic and responsive organization. By documenting their experiences, the members ensured that the society’s mission would not be lost to time. The archives contain photographs and brief epistles from this era, showing a group of women who were deeply committed to one another and to their shared goals. The journal served as a bridge between generations, creating a
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